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Figure 38 Importance of key HRM activities in SMEs in the Klaipėda region 
Source: own elaboration 

The survey data were categorised according to rank (see Figure 38), where the weighted 
average from 1.0 to 2.0 indicates an unimportant activity, and the weighted average from 2.1 
to 4.0 indicates important activities. All human resource management activities were 
important for the participant organisations, since the weighted averages range from 2.85 to 
3.36. The most important human resource management activities may be considered as 
follows: employee recruitment (3.36 out of 4.0), employee selection (3.32 out of 4.0), HR 
administration (3.27 out of 4.0), HR planning (3.21 out of 4.0), and induction process (3.18 
out of 4.0). It is also important to mention that the participant organisations found some 
human resource activities’ importance as not applicable (more than 10% each). For example, 
creation of HR strategy (12.22%), employee remuneration/reward management (10.87%), 
using Personnel Information System (17.78%), employer branding (11.11%), career 
management (12.09%). 

 
4.4.3 Selected HRM processes in SMEs in the Klaipėda region 

According to the human resource management activities, recruitment is of high importance. 
Therefore, various recruitment methods are used among the participant organisations (see 
Figure 39). 
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Figure 39 Recruitment methods in SMEs in the Klaipėda region 
Source: own elaboration 

The survey data revealed that the most common selection methods for managers/executives 
were interviews (82.02%), psychometric tests (63.64%), knowledge and skill tests (55.93%), 
and assessment centres (50.0%). However, other methods were also of significant 
importance (more than 40.0% and less than 50.0%). The most common selection methods 
for the technical and administrative staff were interviews (61.8%), knowledge and skill tests 
(61.02%), panel interviews (51.22%), questionnaires (50.0%), and assessment centres 
(46.67%). The most common selection methods for the manual staff of the participant 
organisations were interviews (56.18%), and questionnaires (42.5%). Other methods were 
not so important (less than 40.0% each). 

Since human resource management involves personnel training and development, 
organisations choose various training methods for their staff. The most popular training 
techniques according to the survey are seminars (58.28%), workshops (57.14%), job 
instruction (57.14%) and counselling (37.36%). However, techniques such as mentoring, 
lectures, e-learning, and outdoor training are also quite popular. On the other hand, webinars, 
management games and simulation are less used in personnel training. 

Slightly fewer participant organisations stated that they had systematic employee 
performance evaluation processes (44.57%) compared with those that did not have (55.43%) 
(Table 28). 

Table 28 Performance evaluation in SMEs in the Klaipėda region 

Systematic performance evaluation Responses 
relative in % absolute 

Yes 44.57% 41 
No 55.43% 51 
Total 100.00 92 

Source: own elaboration 
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The results of employee performance evaluation are used for various purposes (see Figure 
40). Mostly performance evaluation is carried out for the purpose of determining 
remuneration but it is also used for such purposes as training and development (50.55%), 
career planning (37.36%) and human resource planning (26.37%). 

 

Figure 40  Performance appraisal – using of results in SMEs in the Klaipėda region 
Source: own elaboration 

Figure 41 shows which human resource management activities Human Resource 
Information Systems (HRIS) are used for. 

 
Figure 41 Using of HRIS (human resource information system) in Klaipėda region 
Source: own elaboration 

The use of HRM Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) in participating organisations was also 
measured. The majority of organisations indicated such areas as human resource department 
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costs to total costs, number of full-time employees per human resource department full time 
employee, and human resource department costs per full time employee. The indicator that 
was least monitored was the number of occupational injuries (accidents) per 1,000 
employees (10.13%). Each of other indicators was monitored in less than one third of 
organisations (the answers vary from 18.99% to 26.58%).   

The organisations that participated in the survey evaluated certain statements concerning 
their corporate social responsibility towards employees (see Figure 42). The results of the 
survey indicated that it was important for the organisations to ensure equal opportunities for 
all groups of employees, to ensure employee satisfaction, to support the employees in 
reconciliation of work and personal life (work-life balance), to support the employees in 
difficult life situations, and to take care of health and safety of the employees beyond what 
the law requires. The weighted average varies from 3.08 to 3.34 out of 4. It is quite important 
to point out that several statements were not so important, such as trying to support disabled 
people and people with health conditions (19.10%), and to support the employment of people 
disadvantaged in the labour market (20.22%). 

 

Figure 42 Statements about CRS in SMEs in the Klaipėda region 
Source: own elaboration 

The participant organisations indicated the importance of human resource management 
challenges (see Figure 43). The most important challenges were attracting the right 
candidate, greater employee demands, building the employer brand, lack of human resource 
specialists, and increase in minimum wage. The participant organisations indicated that 
challenges such as attracting graduates to work, and insufficient usage of technologies in 
recruitment were not very important. 
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Figure 43 Importance of HRM challenges faced by SMEs in the Klaipėda region 
Source: own elaboration 

4.4.4 Limitations of findings, recommendations and discussion 

The research has some limitations. Firstly, it is limited to SMEs. Secondly, it is limited to 
the SMEs of Klaipeda region. Finally, it is limited to those SMEs that were willing to 
participate in the survey. 

In order to ensure the complexity and the continuity of the research, the recommendations 
for the further research would focus on areas such as: 

1. Other regions of Lithuania to collect data about HRM in SME’s; 
2. Higher response rate; 
3. The inclusion of a larger number of researchers; 
 
As the further research is going to be planned, some different topics may be taken into 
consideration such as the effectiveness of HR training and assessment techniques, expansion 
of human resource information systems, equal opportunities for all groups of employees, 
employee work satisfaction and job design, job wellness in order to take care of the health 
and safety of the present employees, etc. 

The survey related to human resource management among SMEs in the Klaipeda region 
brought interesting findings. According to the survey, more than a third of the companies 
participating in our survey employ a small number of staff (1-9 persons), and a similar 
number of companies employ from 10 to 49 persons. More than a half of the participant 
organisations do not have a human resources department. 
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Analysing the numbers of full-time employees that are in the HR department, it was clear 
that the majority of organisations had 1 full-time employee. More than a half of the 
participants mentioned that they had a human resource specialist in this role. Almost all of 
the employees did not have any qualification in the area of human resources. 
 
The survey reveals that the owners, line managers, human resource specialists performed 
almost all of the human resource management activities. The accountants of the participant 
organisations are less involved in all the activities of human resource management. External 
HR specialists/agencies are rarely used in human resource management activities. 
 
The most important human resource management activities were considered as follows: 
employee recruitment, employee selection, HR administration, HR planning, and induction 
process. Popular methods of recruitment are internet portals, references and 
recommendations, employment agencies, and personnel agencies. The most common 
selection methods for managers/executives are interviews, psychometric tests, knowledge 
and skill tests, and assessment centres. Popular training techniques included seminars, 
workshops, job instruction and counselling. 
 
In SMEs in the Klaipeda region, feedback is often received from employees and from line 
managers, as well as from evaluation of job performance immediately and several months 
after training in order to see the effectiveness of training. Remuneration is seen as the main 
purpose of employee performance evaluation. Human resource information systems are used 
for payroll processing, employee records, evaluation, and induction processes. 
 
The majority of organisations indicated their HR key performance indicators as human 
resource department costs to total costs, number of full-time employees per human resource 
department full-time employee, and human resource department costs per full-time 
employee. It is important for the organisations to ensure equal opportunities for all groups 
of employees, to ensure employee satisfaction, to support the employees, and to take care of 
the health and safety of the employees beyond what the law requires. More than a half of the 
participant organisations indicated that they would recruit one to four young people. 
However, the participants gave such conditions on hiring young people as: a person should 
have certain traits and wish to develop, or a person should have a practical experience to 
complete certain work activities. 
 
The most important challenges for the participant organisations were attracting the right 
candidate, greater employee demands, building your employer brand, lack of human 
resource specialist, and the increase in minimum wage. 

4.5 HRM in SMEs in the West Yorkshire Region: Key Findings 
The quantitative survey was based on a previous qualitative survey and co-operation with 
selected SMEs in the SHARPEN project in the West Yorkshire region. As described in the 
methodology section, the quantitative survey in the West Yorkshire region was carried out 
from 1 January. Because of the low rate of return after first phase it had to be extended until 
30 November 2018. 

4.5.1 Basic characteristics of respondents in the West Yorkshire region 

In West Yorkshire, a total of 92 companies participated in the survey. For the final data 
analysis, however, only 73 questionnaires could be retained because of significant gaps and 
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non-valid answers. This section presents a basic profile of the companies represented in the 
survey (see Table 29). 

Table 29 Profile of respondents according to company size 
Number of employees 

(size the company) 
Responses 

relative in % absolute 
1-9 employees (micro) 17.81 13 
10-49 employees (small) 23.29 17 
50-249 employees (medium) 58.90 43 
Total 100.00 73 

Source: own elaboration 

Most of the respondents work in medium-sized companies. Around a third of the respondents 
represent family businesses. Most of the companies (n=61) had been established from the 
1980s onward; eight of them were founded in the last 10 years, with one established in 2017. 
Other than these, two companies were established in the 19th century and five in the first half 
of the 20th century. Table 30 shows if SMEs indicate themselves also as family businesses. 

Table 30 Number of family businesses in West Yorkshire 

Family business 
Responses 

relative in % absolute 
Yes 32.80 24 
No 67.12 49 
Total 100.00 73 

Source: own elaboration 

The legal form of UK SMEs was in most cases incorporated (see Table 31), but with a 
significant number of charities (represented under the “other” option). 

Table 31 Legal form of UK SMEs respondents in West Yorkshire 

Legal forms of West Yorkshire SMEs Responses 
relative in % absolute 

Unincorporated (sole trader) 5.48 4 
Incorporated (e.g. Ltd, plc, ...) 76.71 56 
Co-operative 1.37 1 
Other (please specify) 16.44 12 
Total 100.00 73 

Source: own elaboration 

The main type of industry sector the surveyed organisations operate in the West Yorkshire 
region was manufacturing and construction, followed by human health and social work (this 
typically being represented by charities). Among the respondents, 63% indicated that their 
company has an HR department. In fact, most of the respondents come from medium-sized 
companies.  

This section focuses on the performance of HRM activities (see Table 32). Around two thirds 
of the respondents work in companies with an HR department and the HR specialist seems 
to have quite an important role in performing more HR activities. 
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Table 32 HR departments in SMEs in West Yorkshire 

HR departments in West Yorkshire SMEs Responses 
relative in % absolute 

Yes 63.01 46 
No 36.99 27 

Source: own elaboration 

HR specialists are usually in charge of HR administration, but also planning and strategy; 
job creation and employee termination seem to be the other important tasks. Line managers 
seem to be equally important when it comes to career management. In the case of reward 
management, the owner also plays an important role. In general, all the activities focused on 
employee recruitment, induction, training and well-being seem to be especially important, 
while more strategic activities tend to fall behind (Figure 44 – Figure 46). 

 

Figure 44 Responsibilities for key HRM activities in SMEs in West Yorkshire (1) 
Source: own elaboration 
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Employee recruitment
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Accountant Administrative worker External HR specialist/agency

Other Activity is not performed
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Figure 45 Responsibilities for key HRM activities in SMEs in West Yorkshire (2) 
Source: own elaboration 

 

 

Figure 46 Responsibilities for key HRM activities in SMEs in West Yorkshire (3) 
Source: own elaboration 

The most important HRM activities are HR administration, employee recruitment and 
selection. In contrary, career management and using of HRIS are considered not so 
important (Figure 47).  

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Creation of HR strategy

Employee performance evaluation

Employee remuneration/reward management

Employee training and development

Using Human Resource Information Systems (HRIS)

Who performs the following HRM activities?

Owner Line manager HR specialist

Accountant Administrative worker External HR specialist/agency

Other Activity is not performed

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Employee wellbeing

Monitoring KPI (key performance indicators) in HR

Employer branding

Career management

Employee satisfaction and engagement

Employee termination

Who performs the following HRM activities?

Owner Line manager HR specialist

Accountant Administrative worker External HR specialist/agency

Other Activity is not performed
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Figure 47 Importance of key HRM activities in SMEs in West Yorkshire 
Source: own elaboration 

In relation to the recruitment process, using of social media and internet job portals is most 
common (see Figure 48). 

 

Figure 48 Methods for recruitment process 
Source: own elaboration 
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In relation to the selection process, interviews are the most used method (Figure 50); 
however, this varies depending on the position. For example, when selecting managers, 
psychometric tests and assessment centres might be used as well (Figure 49).  

 

Figure 49 Methods used for the selection process in SMEs in West Yorkshire 
Source: own elaboration 

 

 
 
Figure 50 Methods used for the selection process in SMEs in West Yorkshire according 
to the position being recruited 
Source: own elaboration 

Learning and development is typically present, but often offered on a non-regular basis 
(Figure 51). The evaluation of performance also is not always systematic. 
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Figure 51 Learning and development 
Source: own elaboration 

Table 33 Presence of systematic performance evaluation 

Systematic performance evaluation Responses 
relative in % absolute 

Yes 54.93 39 
No 45.07 32 
Total 100.00 71 

Source: own elaboration 

When performance evaluation is present, this is typically used to decide training and 
development needs, career planning, and remuneration (see Figure 52).  

 

Figure 52 Use of performance evaluation  
Source: own elaboration 

The use of a Human Resource Information System is widespread for half of the respondents 
only (probably in the medium-sized companies; see Table 34). 
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Table 34 Using HRIS (Human Resource Information System) in West Yorkshire 

Answer Choices Responses 
relative in % absolute 

We do not use HRIS 45.45 30 
Employee records 48.48 32 
Payroll processing 36.36 24 
Training and development 30.30 20 
Evaluation 10.61 7 
Medical records 15.15 10 
Health and safety 7.58 5 
Job descriptions 12.12 8 
Induction process 15.15 10 
Employee satisfaction surveys 7.58 5 
Other (please specify) 4.55 3 

Source: own elaboration 

In relation to KPIs, absence rate and turnover rate are important. Among the ones not present 
in the list but mentioned by the respondents are diversity data, attrition rates, and hours 
worked /productivity. 

This section presents a broader overview of the kind of social commitment and challenges 
perceived by SMEs in West Yorkshire. It looks like CSR is important, especially when it 
comes to equal opportunities (Figure 53).  
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Figure 53 Statements about CSR in SMEs in West Yorkshire 
Source: own elaboration 

Among the biggest challenges for SMEs are: key employees leaving and lack of new 
employees. Also, inability to offer market competitive wages and building employer brand 
puts pressure on SMEs (Figure 54). 
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We actively support the employment of people
disadvantaged in the labour market (other than health -
e.g. long-term unemployed, homeless, ex-offenders).

We support our employees in difficult life situations (such
as loans, extra holidays, etc.).

In our organisation, we try to support disabled people and
people with health conditions (beyond the scope of any

legal obligations).

We support our employees in reconciliation of work and
personal life - work-life balance (e.g. support for leisure

activities).

Satisfied employees are our top priority in human
resource management.

We take care of the health and safety of our employees
beyond what the law requires.

It is very important for us to ensure equal opportunities
for all groups of employees (and job seekers) irrespective

of their race, gender, religion or sexual orientation.

Statements about CSR in SMEs in West Yorkshire
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Figure 54 Importance of HRM challenges faced by SMEs in West Yorkshire 
Source: own elaboration 

4.5.2 Limitations of this study 

The study was conducted at a time of austerity post the Brexit referendum in the context of 
debates about the importance of the Northern Powerhouse to boost economic growth in the 
North of England. Yorkshire is the largest county in the UK and quite diverse, therefore, it 
is likely that the respondents are heterogeneous. It would be helpful to focus on a smaller 
sample based in Huddersfield, for example, to explore a geographically more limited 
ecosystem. There are also GDPR (General Data Protection Regulations) challenges about 
accessing organisations, as well as methodological issues of grouping together micro, small 
and medium-sized enterprises. Qualitative fieldwork on why employees are leaving would 
complement this study to explore, for example, whether non-UK native EU workers are 
returning home or migrating to other parts of the country or retiring.  

4.5.3 Recommendations and discussion 

The 2018 SHARPEN survey of HRM in West Yorkshire SMEs has revealed that key 
concerns are retention, talented workers leaving and difficulties in replacing these workers 
with an attractive employer brand. While 63% of respondents confirmed that they have an 
HR department, there is clearly scope to focus on creative solutions to recruitment, retention, 
and talent management issues. Line managers clearly have an important role to play in 
managing talent and supporting personal development and engagement as well as satisfying 
employee demands. Additionally, in the West Yorkshire region it would seem there is scope 
to raise awareness amongst SMEs about the value of employing disadvantaged workers and 
to adopt social inclusion policies as well as HR information systems. Our sample was 
characterised by medium-sized incorporated organisations (rather than micro enterprises) 
operating since the 1980s, a third were family businesses, with a quarter operating in the 
manufacturing sector and over 20% in human health and social work. Further research might 
explore trends in different sectors and explore cases with proactive HR policies and 
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practices. In particular, we are also interested in organisational growth and how small 
businesses scale up as medium-sized enterprises with more than 49 employees and the HR 
implications.  

   

 

  



 

 
77 

5. Comparison of HRM in SMEs in five European regions: SHARPEN 
project results 

This chapter contains a comparison of key findings about HRM processes in the five selected 
European regions. As mentioned in previous parts of this publication, the structure of topics 
and questions was based on a literature review, pilot testing of the questionnaire by 
SHARPEN team members and on experience gained in the first part of the SHARPEN 
project during qualitative data collection and cooperation with SMEs. 

Twenty-eight identical questions were used in questionnaires across all five regions. An 
original English questionnaire was translated into Czech, Finnish, German and Lithuanian, 
respecting national legislation and specific terminology in each country.  

5.1 Characteristics of Respondents in five European regions 

To describe the sample of SMEs we asked them about their number of employees, how long 
they have been operating, their type of industry, status (private or social) and type of business 
(family and non-family businesses). As the Table 35 shows, the proportion of companies 
participating in the survey according the number of employees in all regions varied.  

Table 35 Structure of respondents (SMEs) in five European regions 
 Responses in countries 

Number of 
employees (size of 

an enterprise) 

CZ Finland Germany Lithuania UK 

% abs. % abs. % abs. % abs. % abs. 

1-9 (micro) 30.61 30 72.00 54 13.58 11 36.84 35 17.81 13 
10-49 (small) 35.71 35 21.33 16 27.16 22 37.89 36 23.29 17 

50-249 (medium) 33.67 33 6.67 5 59.26 48 25.26 24 58.90 43 
Total 100.00 98 100.00 75 100.00 81 100.00 95 100.00 73 

Source: SHARPEN survey 2018, own elaboration 

The distribution of respondents across all five regions differed in their size. In Finland, in 
the Kajaani region, the biggest group of respondents were micro enterprises (up to nine 
employees) - 72% respondents. By contrast, in England, the largest proportion of 
respondents from the West Yorkshire region (59%) were medium-sized enterprises (see 
Figure 55). 



 

 
78 

 

Figure 55 Number of employees in SMEs in five European regions 
Source: SHARPEN survey 2018, own elaboration 

SMEs are often family businesses. Also, the findings of our research confirmed that across 
all five regions there was quite a high share of family businesses between respondents. From 
33% in the UK, up to 57% in Finland (see Figure 56). This structure is probably influenced 
by the company size - microenterprises quite often tend to be family businesses. The number 
of employees was a key factor influencing further findings in HRM across all five regions. 

 

Figure 56 SME as a family business 
Source: SHARPEN survey 2018, own elaboration 
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The literature review in previous chapters showed that HR structures in SMEs are often 
informal. In many cases, especially in small enterprises, HR activities are not performed by 
an HR professional and are shared between owners, line managers and accountants. Findings 
in our survey proved that there is not often an HR department in SMEs. Of course, the 
proportion between those with and without an HR department depended on the size of the 
SME. Therefore, in Finland where SMEs were mainly micro enterprises only just over 6% 
of respondents confirmed that they have an HR department. Comparing to this to the UK, 
63% respondents declared that there is an HR department in their company (see Table 36). 

Table 36 HR department in SMEs in in five European regions 

HR 
department 

Number of responses 
CZ Finland Germany Lithuania UK 

% abs. % abs. % abs. % abs. % abs. 

Yes 18.37 18 6.49 5 54.22 45 44.68 42 63.01 46 
No 81.63 80 93.51 72 45.78 38 55.32 52 36.99 27 

Total 100.00 98 100.00 77 100.00 83 100.00 94 100.00 73 
Source: SHARPEN survey 2018, own elaboration 

As Figure 57 shows, different employees are responsible for HR activities in SMEs. 
Administration-based HR activities are mostly practiced by the owner in Finland (this being 
probably related to the high number of micro-enterprises), and by HR professionals in 
Germany and in the UK (where most of the respondents are represented by medium 
enterprises). In Lithuania there is a greater balance between owner, HR practitioner, and line 
managers, while in the Czech Republic accountants (who are usually responsible for wage 
accounting) can perform HR activities as well (see Figure 57). 
 

 

Figure 57 Who performs HRM activities in your organisation 
Source: SHARPEN survey 2018, own elaboration 
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5.2 How are HR activities in SMEs ensured? 

This part brings together the key finding of the SHARPEN research related to HRM 
processes in SMEs across five European regions. The survey revealed that SMEs consider 
some activities more important than others (see Table 37). We asked them about the 
importance on a scale of 1-4, where 1 meant not important and 4 very important. 

Despite the differences in terms of company size (which affects the presence of devoted HR 
departments), there are some interesting common topics. Firstly, the main HR activities seem 
to be focused on recruitment and selection (and not much, for example, on HR strategy, 
branding and career development). Also, even in the companies with devoted HR 
departments, the presence of employees with an HR qualification is quite low. Typically, 
around half of the companies participating provide employees with some training, mostly in 
the form of seminars, workshops and counselling, even if often this is more of a random 
practice. Finally, there are challenges which are similar across the regions, such as key 
employees leaving and finding employees with the right skills. The implications of this for 
policy and practice will be discussed. 

 Table 37 Importance of the following HRM activities for SMEs in five European 
regions 

HRM activity 
Average importance  

CZ FIN GER LIT UK 
HR administration (fulfilling law 
requirements) 3.12 3.41 3.29 3.27 3.90 
Job creation and analysis 2.80 3.57 2.88 3.09 3.16 
HR planning 2.66 3.27 3.54 3.21 3.22 
Employee recruitment 3.46 3.45 3.79 3.36 3.78 
Employee selection 3.64 3.64 3.74 3.32 3.72 
Induction process (e.g. welcome packages for 
employees) 3.20 3.39 3.58 3.18 3.59 
Creation of HR strategy 2.43 3.06 3.07 2.85 3.14 
Employee performance evaluation 3.30 3.29 3.14 3.05 3.41 
Employee remuneration/reward management 3.46 3.46 3.23 2.89 3.24 
Employee training and development 2.96 3.17 3.33 3.08 3.54 
Using Personnel Information System 2.17 2.25 2.53 2.89 3.00 
Employee well-being 3.20 3.70 3.03 3.11 3.55 
Monitoring KPI (key performance indicators) 
in HR 1.85 2.73 2.51 3.13 3.12 
Employer branding 3.01 2.89 2.79 2.95 3.09 
Career management 2.57 2.79 2.59 2.93 2.97 
Employee satisfaction and engagement 3.24 3.64 3.48 3.08 3.49 
Employee termination 2.67 2.86 2.50 3.10 3.32 

Source: SHARPEN survey 2018, own elaboration 
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Note: Classification criteria for Table 37 

IMPORTANCE INTERVAL 
Under the average 1.00 - 1.99 
Average 2.01 - 2.99 
Above the average 3.00 - 4.00 

Source: SHARPEN survey 2018, own elaboration 

As Table 37 above shows, the only activity considered as not so important in all five regions 
was career management. Also, use of an HRIS (human resource information system) and the 
measuring of KPI (key performance indicators) was considered as not so important. By 
comparison, HR administration and employee satisfaction were HR processes evaluated as 
very important by respondents in all five regions. For evaluation purposes our own approach 
was used where average answers were divided into three categories including ‘under 
average’ (red), ‘average’ and ‘over average’ (green) values. For these categories, intervals 
describing the importance were set. Green in the table means that the activity is considered 
as important.  

HR processes identified by SMEs or in the literature review as the most important or 
challenging were further analysed in following part. For SMEs use of social media, 
employer branding, employee recruitment, reward management, motivation and 
retention were identified by them as the most important and also challenging sometimes. In 
these particular regions, attraction of the young generation to stay in the region and work for 
SMEs is also crucial. Moreover, CSR (corporate social responsibility) has increasingly 
become a part of SMEs’ HR activities. Some findings are also introduced in this chapter. 

5.3 Digitalisation in HR 

Nowadays social media plays a key role in informal communication, but also for companies, 
in communication with all stakeholders including employees and potential candidates. In our 
survey we learnt that social media for HR purposes in SMEs is not use as much as it could 
be. As the Figure 58 shows, except for the UK, less than 50% of SMEs confirmed using 
social media for recruitment. 

 
Figure 58 Use of social media/networks for recruitment in SMEs in five European 
regions 
Source: SHARPEN survey 2018, own elaboration 
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To support HRM processes and make them more effective, companies also use human 
resource information systems (HRIS). However, only those enterprises with a certain 
number of employees find the use of an HRIS worthwhile. Many respondents from micro 
and small enterprises adopt more informal processes. Table 38 below shows that an HRIS is 
not used very often, for example, nearly 70% of Czech respondents (SMEs) confirmed that 
they do not use an HRIS. This information was not available (NA) for all countries.  

Table 38 Using of Human Resource Information Systems (HRIS) in SMEs in five 
European regions 

HRM activity CZ Finland Germany Lithuania UK 
% abs. % abs. % abs. % abs. % abs. 

Employee records 28.77 21 53.70 29 69.84 44 54.55 48 48.48 32 
Payroll processing 27.40 20 61.11 33 69.84 44 65.91 58 36.36 24 
Training and 
development 12.33 9 11.11 6 31.75 20 27.27 24 30.30 20 
Evaluation 8.22 6 14.81 8 12.70 8 35.23 31 10.61 7 
Medical records 20.55 15 0.00 0 19.05 12 26.14 23 15.15 10 
Health and safety 19.18 14 7.41 4 23.81 15 22.73 20 7.58 5 
Job descriptions 13.70 10 18.52 10 33.33 21 27.27 24 12.12 8 
Induction process 2.74 2 20.37 11 39.68 25 38.64 34 15.15 10 
Employee 
satisfaction surveys 5.48 4 11.11 6 20.63 13 9.09 8 7.58 5 
Other (please 
specify) 0.00 0 12.96 7 9.52 6 7.95 7 4.55 3 
We do not use HRIS 68.49 50 NA NA NA NA NA NA 45.45 30 

Source: SHARPEN survey 2018, own elaboration 

5.4 Performance management 

Performance management is an important part of HR practices, which help to motivate and 
retain satisfied and engaged employees. Activities including performance evaluation are 
mainly conducted by line managers and, in the case of micro and small enterprises, by the 
owner (see Table 39). 
 
Table 39 Who performs the employee performance evaluation (%) 

Country 

Responsible person 

Owner Line 
manager 

HR 
specialist Accountant Admin. 

worker 

External 
HR 

specialist 
/ agency 

Other 
Activity is 

not 
performed 

CZ 36.71 56.96 10.13 1.27 1.27 1.27 6.33 5.06 
Finland 72.22 47.22 4.17 0.00 2.78 0.00 4.17 5.56 

Germany 33.73 71.08 20.48 0.00 2.41 0.00 4.82 2.41 
Lithuania 21.11 50.00 23.33 5.56 11.11 2.22 5.56 5.56 

UK 22.54 59.15 33.80 1.41 4.23 1.41 5.63 11.27 
Source: SHARPEN survey 2018, own elaboration 
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Table 40 shows that the performance evaluation (appraisal) process is often informal (around 
50%), except for Finland where it is nearly 85% (but the result is again influenced by the 
respondents’ structure). 

Table 40 Formal (systematic) employee performance evaluation process in SMEs in 
five European regions 

Response 
Number of responses 

CZ Finland Germany Lithuania UK 

% abs. % abs. % abs. % abs. % abs. 

Yes 43.24 32 15.28 11 45.24 38 44.57 41 54.93 39 
No 56.76 42 84.72 61 54.76 46 55.43 51 45.07 32 
Total 100.00 74 100.00 72 100.00 84 100.00 92 100.00 71 

Source: SHARPEN survey 2018, own elaboration 

5.5 Employer branding 

Employer branding (EB) is important to support an organisation’s image to its own 
employees and to those who are associated with the organisation from the outside. In some 
regions (CZ, UK) this activity was confirmed as very important, in others as not important. 
For activities related to EB, mainly the owner or HR specialists are responsible. For internal 
EB, line managers also are involved (in LIT 28%, in CZ 23% - see Figure 59). 

 
Figure 59 Who performs employer branding (responses relative in %) in SMEs in five 
European regions 
Source: SHARPEN survey 2018, own elaboration 
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5.6 Reward management 

Employees can be motivated and engaged only when the reward system is targeted and uses 
fair-minded tools. It is important to understand the importance of reward management in 
SMEs. We discovered that reward management is mainly conducted by owners together with 
line managers. HR specialists usually play a supportive role with the system and tools (see 
Figure 60). 
 

 
Figure 60 Who performs the reward management (in %) 
Source: SHARPEN survey 2018, own elaboration 
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5.7 Corporate social responsibility 

Corporate social responsibility means a voluntary commitment of any company (including 
SMEs) to act in a more socially responsible manner, i.e. to take responsibility for its impact 
on society including employees and the environment. It may not be considered by many 
SMEs as important, however, nowadays it has become an essential activity for many of them. 
Therefore, we tried to find out what SMEs see as crucial from the point of view of CSR and 
HRM. Based on the literature review, we selected several statements to describe CSR in 
SMEs (see Table 41). Equal opportunities for all groups of employees, satisfied employees 
and support our employees in difficult life situations were identified as the most important. 

Table 41 CSR issues in SMEs in five European regions 

Statement 
Average importance  

CZ Finland Germany Lithuania UK 
In our organisation we try to support 
disabled people and people with health 
conditions (beyond the scope of any legal 
obligations). 

2.20 2.49 3.20 2.47 3.17 

We actively support the employment of 
people disadvantaged in the labour 
market (other than health - e.g. long-term 
unemployed, homeless, ex-offenders). 

1.95 2.37 2.36 2.39 2.31 

It is very important for us to ensure equal 
opportunities for all groups of employees 
(and job seekers) irrespective of their 
race, gender, religion or sexual 
orientation. 

3.21 3.35 3.61 3.16 3.68 

Satisfied employees are our top priority 
in human resource management. 

3.58 3.68 3.72 3.34 3.35 

We support our employees in 
reconciliation of work and personal life - 
work-life balance (e.g. support for leisure 
activities). 

2.92 3.39 3.58 3.09 3.19 

We support our employees in difficult 
life situations (such as loans, extra 
holidays, etc.). 

3.29 3.29 3.36 3.12 3.13 

We take care of the health and safety of 
our employees beyond what the law 
requires. 

2.90 3.17 3.24 3.08 3.52 

Source: SHARPEN survey 2018, own elaboration 
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5.8 Employment of members of the younger generation 

One of the key aims of the SHARPEN project was to help SMEs to attract and retain the 
younger generation in their region. This was because very few regions are seeking to create 
favourable conditions for young people, who can help to create added value and increase 
region competitiveness. 

 
Figure 61 How SMEs consider to employ young generation 
Source: SHARPEN survey 2018, own elaboration 

SMEs were asked if they intend to hire young people in the next three years (see Figure 61). 
Except in Lithuania, the intention is highly supported by SMEs, but it was also 45%.  

In Lithuania, the reason for lower intention to employ young generation were identified as 
these. 

1) Lack of business confidence in the youth, and therefore not employing them (SMEs think 
young generation does not have enough knowledge, competences, they are not satisfied with 
the training of specialists in higher education and work). 

2) Young people's expectations often exceed business opportunities (young people want 
higher wages, to stay in cities and this is what small businesses cannot/do not want offer). 

3) Companies, which participated in SHARPEN survey, may have fully formed teams and 
do not foresee any changes in the future, so employers simply do not have a need and are 
not looking for them. 

4) Where some sort of qualification is needed (not salesmen, the service industry), business 
is not inclined to employ people with no experience, and most often young people do not 
have that experience. 

Despite the fact that for Lithuanian SMEs employment of young generation is not as 
attractive as in the rest surveyed regions, results confirmed the importance to them of 
employing this group of people from the labour market. 
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Conclusion 

This publication, based on the research of HR needs in regional SMEs, brought interesting 
findings about the situation in SMEs in Europe. The research conducted by five teams from 
five European regions and universities aimed to investigate current HR needs in regional 
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in the European context, and to conduct an 
analysis of the labour market in these regions. Originally, the idea came from an assumption 
that these five regions have been facing similar demographic developments and challenges 
that provoke fundamental changes in their respective labour market. Changes such as an 
ageing population, lack of qualified workers, immigration issues or a shrinking population 
of young people influence a lot of situations in SMEs nowadays. This means it is becoming 
more and more important to help SMEs attract and retain talent and pay attention to human 
resource management (HRM) in the organisational environment.  

Despite limitations of the survey and results (e.g. the size, structure and representativeness 
of the sample), we can say that the survey was unique in its structure as it covered five 
European regions with similar challenges. It is highly valued that SMEs provided 
information based on an identical online questionnaire translated into five languages (see 
Appendix 1-5). The Chambers of Commerce (CoC), as well as other institutions in the 
regions, played an important role in enabling the survey to achieve sufficient (higher) 
participation rates. In addition, these institutions will further help with the dissemination of 
the study results back to the SMEs and other target groups. 

For SMEs, the use of social media, employer branding, employee recruitment, reward 
management, motivation and retention were identified as the most important HRM activities 
and sometimes the most challenging to carry out. Based on collected data and key findings 
from project partners a background of systematic information was prepared to create relevant 
content for the HRM learning modules and the Handbook and all these topics were included. 
Our results opened a perspective of a more diverse workforce by employing young people - 
graduates from universities, under-represented groups such as immigrants, elderly people, 
and people with disabilities. As long as SMEs are willing and able to seek and attract, for 
example, talented individuals from overseas (that very often study in our universities and are 
willing to stay in the region and work for regional companies), it can also open future 
perspectives for them. The SHARPEN project identified examples and best practice cases 
during the three year-long cooperation with regional SMEs. 

This publication helps to map SMEs needs and thus to identify key topics of the Handbook 
and learning module which are the other outputs of the SHARPEN project.  Based on the 
literature overview, surveys, theoretical and practical insights from working with SMEs in 
five European countries over three years, we structured questions for the survey and 
discussed topics such as the HR professional’s role, recruitment using social media, 
selection, corporate social responsibility, learning and development, workforce integration, 
retention, HR systems and HR challenges for SMEs. We are proud of the fact that many of 
the survey findings came into practice via cooperation between students and academics with 
SMEs and local institutions and were implemented in practical tools created within the 
SHARPEN project. All the project outputs confirmed the importance of networking between 
SMEs, universities, professional associations and policy-makers and the need for flexibility. 
A summary of results provided in this publication opens an area for further discussion, dialog 
and topic development among the professional audience. 
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Summary 

The topic of human resources management is currently very relevant for small and medium-
sized enterprises. In SMEs there are often more informal and less complex procedures in 
human resource management without a strategic dimension. In smaller organisations with 
fewer than 250 employees, human resource management is typically provided not by internal 
HR experts but by the owners together with managers of other functional areas.  

A collaborative cross-regional research aimed to get data from five European regions in 
order to to map HR processes, analyse data and compare findings across the five regions. 
The whole process before this publication could be written involved literature and secondary 
data review, preparation of methodology and phases of data collection. Based on this the 
collection of primary data was ensured where the partner universities used strengths and 
competences to generate new insights, knowledge and comparative analysis in order to 
contribute to closing gaps in the HRM for SMEs fields. 

The aim of the publication is to analyse the processes in the area of human resources 
management based on the obtained primary data, to bring the main findings in HR for SMEs 
and to define the challenges, which are then addressed by other SHARPEN project outputs. 
Results confirmed that the approach to HRM in SMEs is rather informal, provided not only 
by an HR specialist, but also by the owner or other managers. The results also confirmed 
considerable variability in the approach to human resource management across countries and 
SMEs. Often the tools used in individual HR activities differ (e.g. intensity of social 
networking in recruitment). On the other hand, SMEs across these regions have shown very 
similar challenges they face today. Trying to retain high-quality employees or attract new 
generation is a pressing issue for all SMEs. The revelation of these topics and the setting up 
of international and regional cooperation gives space for further exploration and production 
of outputs for academia and business practice. 

 

Key words: Human resource management, Small and medium-sized enterprises, research, 
questionnaire, challenges in HR  
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Appendix 1: Questionnaire for SMEs 



Introductory paragraph
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this "HRM in regional SMEs" questionnaire for a project
funded by the European Union (entitled SHARPEN).

The purpose of this questionnaire is to compare formal and informal human resource management
(HRM) policies and practices in regional SMEs (enterprises with under 250 employees) in Europe
across the HR cycle. Our findings will inform workshops for university students to better
understand the challenges faced by SMEs in managing people. We will also create a free handbook
for practitioners.

All data collected will be anonymised as part of this Erasmus Plus project in collaboration with five
universities - The University of Liberec, Czech Republic; The University of Huddersfield, UK; West
Saxon University of Applied Sciences of Zwickau, Germany; Kajaani University of Applied Sciences,
Finland, and SMK University of Applied Social Sciences, Lithuania.

If you have any questions, please contact: Julie Davies, email: j.a.davies@hud.ac.uk.

Human Resource Management in Small and Medium Enterprises

1. How many staff (Full Time Equivalent) do you employ in your organisation?

1-9

10-49

50-249

2. In which year was your organisation established?

3. Do you consider yourself a family business?

Yes

No

1

mailto:j.a.davies@hud.ac.uk


4. What is the legal form of your organisation?

Unincorporated (Sole trader)

Incorporated (Ltd, plc,...)

Co-operative

Other (please specify)

5. What is the main type of industry sector your organisation operates in? (NACE classification)

Agriculture, forestry and fishing

Mining and quarrying

Manufacturing

Electricity, gas, steam and air conditioning supply

Water supply; sewerage, waste management and remediation activities

Construction

Wholesale and retail trade; repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles

Transportation and storage

Accommodation and food service activities

Information and communication

Financial and insurance activities

Real estate activities

Professional, scientific and technical activities

Administrative and support service activities

Public administration and defence; compulsory social security

Education

Human health and social work activities

Arts, entertainment and recreation

Other service activities

Activities of households as employers; undifferentiated goods- and services-producing activities of households for own use

Human Resource Management in Small and Medium Enterprises

2



6. Does your organisation have an HR department?

Yes

No

7. If the answer is NO, how many other (full-time) employees perform the duties and activities of
HRM in your organisation?

8. If the answer is YES, how many HR (full-time) employees are in the HR department (yourself
included)?

9. Are you in the role of an HR specialist in your organisation?

Yes

No (please specify your role/position)

10. If the answer is YES, how long have you worked in this role? (in years)

11. What is your highest achieved level of education?

Primary

Lower secondary

Upper secondary (A-level, Abitur)

Bachelor's degree

Master's degree

Doctoral

Other (please specify)

12. What is your HR qualification (if any)?

3



Please specify which professional body (voluntary)

13. Are you a member of an HR professional body?

Yes

No

Human Resource Management in Small and Medium Enterprises
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Owner

Line
manager

HR
specialist Accountant

Administrative
worker

External HR
specialist/agency Other

Activity is
not

performed

HR administration
(fulfilling law
requirements)

Job creation and
analysis

HR planning

Employee recruitment

Employee selection

Induction process (e.g.
welcome packages for
employees)

Creation of HR strategy

Employee performance
evaluation

Employee
remuneration/reward
management

Employee training and
development

Using Human
Resource Information
Systems (HRIS)

Employee wellbeing

Monitoring KPI (key
performance
indicators) in HR

Employer branding

Career management

Employee satisfaction
and engagement

Employee termination

14. Who performs the following HRM activities in your organisation?

5



 Not important Of little importance Slightly important Very important N/A

HR administration
(fulfilling law
requirements)

Job creation and
analysis

HR planning

Employee recruitment

Employee selection

Induction process (e.g.
welcome packages for
employees)

Creation of HR strategy

Employee performance
evaluation

Employee
remuneration/reward
management

Employee training and
development

Using Personnel
Information System

Employee wellbeing

Monitoring KPI (key
performance indicators)
in HR

Employer branding

Career management

Employee satisfaction
and engagement

Employee termination

15. How important are the following HRM activities for your organisation?

6



16. Which recruitment methods do you use?

Career webpage (e.g. Career section on your website)

Internet job portals

Personnel agencies

Temporary agencies (employing temporary agency workers)

References/recommendations from current employees (employee referral programme)

Employment agency/office (JobCentre)

Social media/networks

Recruitment at educational institutions (schools)

Support of existing employees for internal recruitment

Executive search (headhunting)

Other (please specify)

 Managers/Executives Technical and administrative staff Manual workers

Interviews

Panel interviews

Questionnaires

Psychometric tests

Knowledge and/or skill
tests

Assessment centres

Other (please specify)

17. Which selection methods do you use for the following positions?

Human Resource Management in Small and Medium Enterprises
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18. Is there systematic employee training and development in your organisation?

Yes

We perform employee training and development, but it is random

No, there is none

Other (please specify)

19. Which training and development techniques do you use?

Seminars

Workshops

Lectures

Job instruction

Mentoring

Coaching

Counselling

Job rotation

Simulation

Brainstorming

Webinars

E-learning

Management games (gamification)

Outdoor training

Assessment centre

Other (please specify)

8



20. Which techniques do you use to evaluate effectiveness of training and development methods?

Feedback from employees

Feedback from line managers

Job performance immediately after training

Job performance several months after training

Return on investment (ROI)

Practical tests of gained knowledge or skills

None

Other (please specify)

21. Is there a formal (systematic) employee performance evaluation process in your organisation?

Yes

No

22. The results of employee performance evaluation are used for:

Remuneration

Training and development

Career planning and management

HR planning

Other (please specify)

Human Resource Management in Small and Medium Enterprises
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23. For which HRM activities do you use Human Resource Information Systems (HRIS)?

We do not use HRIS

Employee records

Payroll processing

Training and development

Evaluation

Medical records

Health and safety

Job descriptions

Induction process

Employee satisfaction surveys

Other (please specify)

24. Which Key Performance Indicators - KPIs (if any) in HRM do you monitor?

HR Department Costs to Total Costs

Number of Full Time (FT) Employees per HR department FT employee

HR Department Costs per FT employee

Cost per hire (external recruitment costs / external recruits)

Number of days needed to fill in job positions

Cost of Learning and Development (L&D) per FT employee

Internal L&D cost per FT employee

External L&D cost per FT employee

Number of L&D hours per FT employee

Average number of L&D activities per employee

Absence rate

Number of absence days per FT employee

Turnover rate

Number of occupational injuries (accidents) per 1 000 employees

Other (please specify)
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 Not at all Rather not Rather yes Definitely yes N/A

In our organisation, we
try to support disabled
people and people with
health conditions
(beyond the scope of
any legal obligations).

We actively support the
employment of people
disadvantaged in the
labour market (other
than health - e.g. long-
term unemployed,
homeless, ex-
offenders).

It is very important for us
to ensure equal
opportunities for all
groups of employees
(and job seekers)
irrespective of their race,
gender, religion or
sexual orientation.

Satisfied employees are
our top priority in human
resource management.

We support our
employees in
reconciliation of work
and personal life - work-
life balance (e.g. support
for leisure activities).

We support our
employees in difficult life
situations (such as
loans, extra holidays,
etc.).

We take care of the
health and safety of our
employees beyond what
the law requires.

25. To which extent do you agree with the following statements?

11



 Not important Of little importance Slightly important Very important

Key employees leaving

Lack of new employees
(Attracting the right
candidate to vacant
position)

Greater employee
demands (demand for
pay increase, benefits,
working environment,
etc.)

Inability to offer market
competitive wages
(inability to compete with
large companies in
terms of wages)

Building your employer
brand

Lack of HR expertise in
our organisation (lack of
HR specialist)

Lack of resources
(financial and time) for
HRM

Attracting graduates to
work in our SME

Insufficient usage of
technologies in
recruitment

Outflow of potential new
employees (especially
from generation Y/Z)
from your region (e.g. to
large cities)

Increase in minimum
wage

Ageing of economically
active population

Is there any other challenge that you feel is important to your organisation? (please specify)

26. How important are these HRM challenges faced by SMEs to your organisation?

Additional questions

12



27. How many young people (<25 years) have you recruited in the last three years?

None

1-4

5-10

more than 10

Comment

28. Do you intend to hire young people (<25 years) over the next three years?

Yes

No

29. What are the particular HRM challenges for you as a regional SME?

30. What are your key networks?

With universities

Chambers of commerce

Professional bodies

Other (please specify)

Thank you for participating in this study. You have contributed to a better understanding of Human Resource specifics in
small and medium-sized enterprises. You can watch the progress of the project on our website: sharpen.ef.tul.cz where we
will also post the outputs, including a Free Handbook for HR practitioners.

13

https://sharpen.ef.tul.cz


REVIEW OF People management challenges for SMEs in ftve European regions 

(IN THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE) 

I am pleased to have been asked to provide an independent review of the above named 
output of the EU Erasmus + funded Project SHARPEN. I am not a HRM specialist, but 
I can see quite clearly that the output is of high quality and meets accepted academic 
standards. 

The report provides a literature review of HRM in SMEs. lt then outlines the SME 
populations in the 1ive regions which were surveyed by the Project SHARPEN university 
consortium. The report focuses in particular on the findings of a questionnaire survey of 
SMEs in these ftve regions. This investigated their use of HRM techniques and activities. 
The similarities and differences which were found in the 1ive regions/countries are 
identi1ied. 

The project consortium and the authors, in particular, are to be congratulated on the 
production of a high quality report on the 1indings of Project SHARPEN. 
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